Whistleblowers at risk as science fails to correct itself
SIR -In his review of my book about Jan Hendrik Schön's fraud at Bell Laboratories, Plastic Fantastic: How the Biggest Fraud in Physics Shook the Scientific World, Martin Blume argues that the vigilance of whistleblowers is part of the natural corrective process of science ('Keeping up scientific standards' Nature 459, 645-646; 2009 ). I disagree.
Blume's analysis fails to explain why whistleblowers so often find themselves working outside ordinary channels. In science today, the activities of searching for manipulated data, pursuing charges against colleagues and investigating others for misconduct are considered extra to normal scientific activity. Many suffer for speaking up, damaging their reputations. The fact that, in this rare case, the establishment did come around to the whistleblowers' position is not a reason to play down the risks they face, or the initiative and imagination needed to work around or take on reluctant scientific institutions.
Also, the correction of fraud A few years ago, important research and development ventures were set up with a new infrastructure to attract talented people from abroad. The use of only Irish peer reviewers to allocate millions of research euros to a small number of universities could not stand up to the principles of objectivity, transparency and perceived fairness and would have led to conflicts of interest. Despite initial opposition, exclusively international review is now accepted; researchers want to be benchmarked internationally as well as nationally.
The typical process for research evaluation in Ireland is to consult four or five reviewers by mail for each proposal. Proposals are then assessed by a panel of invited experts, who meet in Ireland. Reviewers may be sourced through international funding agencies, or by letting applicants nominate experts themselves.
Some Italian scientists in your News story express reservations. They may well have a point, as US reviewers will probably not have any detailed knowledge of how research is conducted in Italy. One approach is to have nationals involved, either as observers or in a formal non-voting role. For example, the Irish Health Research Board (www.hrb.ie) organizes international mail reviews and panels, but the chair of each is Irish. They cannot participate in selection, but ensure that the correct procedures are followed and can explain the national research-funding policy. International panel members appreciate this local input, which helps them think outside their own national funding system.
Reviewing criteria often include the quality of the project, the researchers and their institutions, and the social and economic impact of the research. It is important that international reviewers focus on the quality of the first two, as the standing of institutions and the probable impact of a project can be harder for them to evaluate. Also, they should not get involved in detailed budgetary considerations, as these are strictly national.
Things have changed radically in Ireland's research over the past ten years. In 2008, the country appeared for the first time in a list of 'Top countries in all fields' (ranked by citations per paper; http://tinyurl.com/m5wdcl). We are now placed 19th, up from 36th place in 2003. I believe that international peer review played a significant part in this development.
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